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Larger in area than France, with a population half the size of London, CAR is still unknown to many, but its lack of fame is no indicator of the gravity of the humanitarian needs and crippling poverty of its population. One of Africa's poorest countries, CAR, by 2003, had lived through years of coups d'etat, mutinies, and rebellions, all of which took a heavy toll on its people. With its health centres looted, schools abandoned or destroyed, and roads and infrastructure virtually nonexistent, there were compelling humanitarian reasons for the international community to pay attention to the country's plight. Nonetheless, the country and the suffering of its people continued to pass unnoticed. In the heart of Africa lay a country of which few people had heard and in which fewer still, including aid agencies, saw reason to engage.
Before working in CAR I spent three years with the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) managing the Consolidated Appeals Process, or CAP as it is more commonly known. CAP is a tool that helps aid agencies work together to analyse the political context and its humanitarian consequences, agree about the priority needs of the population, draw up a plan to meet them, and advocate for funding. In 2003, the UN in Bangui, capital of CAR, decided to prepare a Flash Appeal, followed later in the year with a CAP for 2004. The decision was spurred by the expectation at UN headquarters that their teams in the field would address needs in a coordinated manner, and that their colleagues in the field would be equally willing to cooperate. Despite these good intentions, CAR's first three joint Appeals (from 2003 to 2005) were disappointing, raising only US$16.2 million of the required US$44.6 million, or only 36.3 percent. And while the team in CAR made their best effort to shine a light on the human suffering in CAR, the very limited presence of aid agencies outside Bangui made gathering information and communicating it to the outside world difficult.
Factors behind the change
In early 2005, the UN deemed CAR one of the ten least reported stories in the world. What measures were taken, and by whom, to focus world attention on the development and humanitarian needs of CAR's 4 million people? Several steps and issues contributed to making CAR more visible, and to the increased attention and aid extended to the country.
First, France, the donor most closely engaged in CAR, took the decision in 2005 to lobby other donors to work in the country. France facilitated a meeting in Paris in July 2005, at which needs in CAR were discussed and donor countries were called on to provide support for the country's recovery and development. At the meeting, CAR was referred to as a country in a "post-conflict" condition, perhaps because the security situation had stabilised since the March 2003 coup d'état and elections had been conducted successfully in May 2005. France also played an active role in the UN Security Council and within the Bretton Woods institutions, calling on countries to support re-engagement in CAR. Having such a major donor as France as champion was significant and paved the way for those who were working to place CAR on the humanitarian radar.
Second, three key players within the United Nations began to focus on "forgotten" or "neglected" countries. David Nabarro, head of the World Health Organisation's Health Action in Crises, visited CAR with a BBC film crew in late 2005. The resulting video showed the terrible effects of a destroyed health-care system on the population. Around the same time, the head of UNICEF's emergency operation, Dan Toole, who had himself been a Peace Corps volunteer in CAR some twenty years earlier, decided that the UN agency for children needed to gear up its programmes in the country. UNICEF asked the chair of its Executive Committee to visit Bangui and his findings told a harrowing tale of neglect, not only by donors, but by the UN system itself. Simultaneously, the UN's chief advocate for such situations of conflict and mass suffering, Jan Egeland, became engaged, and spent much energy in 2005 and 2006 calling on aid agencies and donors to pay attention to the plight of the people of CAR.
Accessible information is needed if people are to become aware of a situation. Before arriving in CAR, I was surprised at how difficult it was to obtain information about the country in any language other than French. The absence of information about CAR in other languages struck me as a serious obstacle to nonFrench speakers -whether journalists, aid agencies, or donors -wishing to find out about the country. Accordingly, one of my top priorities upon arrival in Bangui was to become better informed and then work to get the word out, in English. By January 2007, a weekly newsletter was being issued, a blog and web site were up and running, an intranet was established so that humanitarian and development practitioners could exchange and classify information by region or sector, and Google Earth was used to map key issues. These Web-based tools made information instantly available to potential users inside and outside CAR.
A fourth way to gain attention for CAR was to get goodwill ambassadors or high-level officials to visit the country and speak about it. The actress Mia Farrow travelled to CAR in February 2007, became its advocate, and did much to put the country on the map, especially for the some 30,000 people who visit her blog daily. The UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, John Holmes, decided to include CAR as part of his first visit overseas after taking office in March 2007 and brought the work in CAR to the attention of the UN Security Council and UN agencies. The fact that his visit included a corps of press officers from the BBC, The New York Times, and other major media did much to boost the country's visibility. I then followed up by visiting various donor capitals to give briefings on CAR to consolidate these high-level contacts.
Finally, three other factors, unconnected with the actions of UN or donor governments played an important role. The lack of breaking emergencies throughout 2006 meant that journalists and others who follow the situation in poor countries were keen for news that might attract attention. With eyes that were already very much focussed on Darfur -which shares a long border with much of CAR's northeast -this hunger was satisfied in October 2006 when a new rebel group, known as the Union of Democratic Forces for Unity (UFDR), 2 burst onto the scene and occupied four towns in northeastern CAR. It is not known to what extent UFDR was linked to events in Sudan and how, if at all, the troubles in Darfur were spilling into CAR. However, these questions helped tie CAR to key events in which the majority of policymakers and practitioners in donor capitals were vitally interested. In addition, the events in the northeast came shortly after clashes between rebels and government forces in the northwest had already displaced some 200,000 people.
In sum, by the first quarter of 2007, CAR was far more visible and better known by aid practitioners, and this trend continued throughout the year and into 2008. Some of the factors which brought this about lay within the control of the aid community, and others -such as the geo-political realities of Darfur or of the UFDR militants -well beyond it. But by building on the advocacy begun by France and prominent figures, such as Jan Egeland, the team on the ground in Bangui was able to capitalize on growing interest and muster financial support for the humanitarian response which targeted 1 million people who had been directly affected by the conflict in the northwest and northeast.
